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Introduction
The Common European Framework of Refer-
ence for Languages (CEFR) was developed by the 
Council of Europe as shared metalanguage to be 
used when describing language ability, developing 
curriculum, creating teaching and learning mate-
rials, and assessing language proficiency (Council 
of Europe, 2001). Utilizing the CEFR, stakeholders 
are able to clearly represent how learners are using a 
target language, as well as what training or practice 
they need in order to develop their language skills. 
Moreover, the CEFR can be used by learners them-
selves to self-assess language gains and analyze the 
effectiveness of a particular program of study. The 
CEFR was designed to be a flexible tool to facilitate 
language development, not a rigid set of standardiza-
tions, as the Council of Europe (n.d.) states:
One thing should be made clear: the CEFR 
does not set out to tell practitioners what to do, 
or how to do it. It raises questions but doesn’t 
provide ready-made answers. It is not the func-
tion of the CEFR to lay down the objectives 
that users should pursue or the methods they 
should employ.
North (2007) further defines the goal of the CEFR as 
a means, “to facilitate reflection, communication and 
networking” (p. 20). Institutions, program adminis-
ters, and teachers are encouraged to put the frame-
work to use in their specific contexts with outcomes 
that benefit learners. 
Many of these stakeholders may not see the value 
in such a malleable framework. Institutions and 
program administrators desire a well-defined and 
easily measurable set of proficiency levels. Material 
developers and teachers are understandably focused 
on how to approach learners based on level, rather 
than what knowledge and skills students need to 
develop in order interact successfully with the target 
language. Fortunately, the CEFR addresses these 
concerns by organizing language proficiency in to six 
Common Reference Levels, A1 to C2. These levels 
and their corresponding descriptors provide a set of 
guidelines that language teachers, materials devel-
opers, and program administrators can reference. 
Furthermore, language professionals are encour-
aged to further clarify and reorganize the Common 
Reference Levels when considering proficiency. A 
learner’s overall level of proficiency may be comple-
mented with a more specific or specialized linguistic 
profile within the local context (Goullier, 2007).
In addition, in conjunction with these delineated 
reference levels the CEFR offers clarifying Can-Do 
statements. Each reference level is annotated with 
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several Can-Do statements (Table 1) which describe 
how learners at each level communicate and function 
successfully in the target language. These Can-Do 
statements are skills-based and focus on concrete 
communicative function. When utilizing both the 
CEFR reference levels and Can-Do statements the 
various stakeholders, i.e.: academic institutions, 
program administers, materials developers, and 
teachers, can help learners develop their communi-
cation strategies, rather than simply build specific 
linguistic knowledge (Cambridge University Press, 
2013).
Development of the CEFR-J
Although the CEFR was initially developed 
under the purview of the Council of Europe, it has 
had a significant influence on language policy and 
practice in other regions. For example, in 2008 the 
Ministry of Education and Training in Vietnam 
launched the National Foreign Language 2020 
project with the goal utilizing the CEFR as part of all 
language learning in public institutions by the year 
2020 (Nguyen, 2015). Scholars in South Korea are 
addressing the challenges of implementing the CEFR 
as part of developing curriculum and assessment of 
Korean as a foreign language (Won, 2016). Similarly, 
there have been a number of studies which analyze 
how the CEFR has been or could be adapted in 
Japan (Nagai & Dweyer, 2011). The most significant 
implementation has been the CEFR-J, a framework 
for English language teaching in Japan. The project, 
Proficient 
User
C2
Can understand with ease virtually everything heard or read. Can 
summarize information from different spoken and written sources, 
reconstructing arguments and accounts in a coherent presentation. 
Can express him/herself spontaneously, very fluently and precisely, 
differentiating finer shades of meaning even in more complex 
situations.
C1
Can understand a wide range of demanding, longer texts, and 
recognize implicit meaning. Can express him/herself fluently and 
spontaneously without much obvious searching for expressions. 
Can use language flexibly and effectively for social, academic and 
professional purposes. Can produce clear, well-structured, detailed 
text on complex subjects, showing controlled use of organizational 
patterns, connectors and cohesive devices.
Independent 
User
B2
Can understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete 
and abstract topics, including technical discussions in his/her field of 
specialization. Can interact with a degree of fluency and spontaneity 
that makes regular interaction with native speakers quite possible 
without strain for either party. Can produce clear, detailed text on 
a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue 
giving the advantages and disadvantages of various options.
B1
Can understand the main points of clear standard input on familiar 
matters regularly encountered in work, school, leisure, etc. Can 
deal with most situations likely to arise whilst travelling in an area 
where the language is spoken.  Can produce simple connected text 
on topics which are familiar or of personal interest. Can describe 
experiences and events, dreams, hopes & ambitions and briefly give 
reasons and explanations for opinions and plans.
Basic User
A2
Can understand sentences and frequently used expressions related 
to areas of most immediate relevance (e.g. very basic personal and 
family information, shopping, local geography, employment). Can 
communicate in simple and routine tasks requiring a simple and 
direct exchange of information on familiar and routine matters.  Can 
describe in simple terms aspects of his/her background, immediate 
environment and matters in areas of immediate need.
A1
Can understand and use familiar everyday expressions and very 
basic phrases aimed at the satisfaction of needs of a concrete type. 
Can introduce him/herself and others and can ask and answer 
questions about personal details such as where he/she lives, people 
he/she knows and things he/she has. Can interact in a simple way 
provided the other person talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to 
help.
Table 1 CEFR Common Reference levels: Global Scale (Council of Europe, 2001)
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which has been in development for a number of years, 
was described by Negishi (2011) as the result of “an 
urgent need for a common language framework in 
order to discuss foreign language learning, teaching, 
and assessment”. Scholars at Tokyo University of 
Foreign Studies utilized research grants with the aim 
of creating a system which would meet the needs 
of language learners in Japan. The initial stages of 
development consisted of a series of surveys of Japa-
nese English language learners. The results showed 
that more than 80% percent of those surveyed would 
be considered within the CEFR Common Reference 
Levels of A1 or A2, with less than 20% at the B1-B2 
level, and very few classified as Proficient Users (Tono 
& Negishi, 2012). As a result, the CEFR-J revised 
and expanded the original Common Reference 
Levels to be more suitable in the local context (Figure 
1). A pre-learner level was added (Pre-A1) and levels 
A1 through B2 were separated into nine delineated 
levels. These new levels conform to the original 
intentions of the CEFR in that it “allows further 
subdivisions to be made without losing the reference 
to the main objective being referred to” (COE, 2001, p. 
32).
In addition to these newly delineated levels, 
Can-Do descriptors were created or adapted to the 
Japanese context. These descriptors were edited 
and revised based on material common to English 
proficiency tests already in use in Japan as well as 
additional sources. Scholars working on the CEFR-J 
compiled an extensive set of descriptors and made 
them available in both English and Japanese. This 
goal is that these Can-Do descriptors will help 
curriculum designers and materials developers create 
context specific materials based on what learners 
demonstrate at each CEFR-J level. Tono and Negishi 
(2012) give the reasoning behind this work: 
We can extract can-do statements with Japa-
nese translations in a very f lexible manner... 
For A1 and A2 level descriptors, two versions 
of translations are provided; one for general 
users and the other for younger learners. This 
aims to support teachers and syllabus/materials 
developers who intend to apply our framework 
to primary education and teaching English to 
kids.
This approach shows that creators of the CEFR-J are 
applying the same level of flexibility as was built into 
the original CEFR. As a result, the implications are 
the same: stakeholders should put this adapted frame-
work to use in their specific contexts with outcomes 
which benefit learners. 
Implications for English Education in Japan
In Japan, The Ministry of Education, Culture, 
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has the 
comprehensive responsibility for coordinating almost 
every aspect of education. As a result, ministry offi-
cials are the guiding force for curriculum development 
and teacher training in regards to English language 
education in the country. Over the last several years 
MEXT has published a number of plans for the 
improvement of student’s English language ability, 
and many of these include references to the utilization 
of language frameworks. A 2011 report (MEXT, 2011) 
presents several proposals and assessment tools for 
developing English language proficiency. Like many 
reports from the ministry, increasing globalization 
and the need for English as a means of international 
communication are presented as driving factors. 
While this report does not utilize the CEFR or 
CEFR-J, it does make reference to Can-Do statements. 
Proﬁcient 
User
C2
C1
Independent 
User
B2
B2.2
B2.1
B1
B1.2
B1.1
Basic User
A2
A2.2
A2.1
A1
A1.3
A1.2
A1.1
Pre-Basic 
User Pre-A1
Figure 1: CEFR-J Reference Levels
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A follow-up report by MEXT (as cited in Fennelly, 
2016, P. 119) presented the results of English profi-
ciency assessments utilizing CEFR Common Refer-
ence Levels. This adoption of the CEFR can been 
seen as part of MEXT's strategy to integrate aspects 
of the framework into English language education in 
Japan. As noted by Shillaw (2017):
MEXT revealed that for the first time all the 
English curricula, from elementary school to 
high school, would be referenced against the 
CEFR levels and standards. MEXT will also 
require that classroom materials should be 
in line with the goals of the CEFR and that 
teachers will need to teach according to the 
spirit of the CEFR, i.e., by applying communi-
cative principles to teaching and assessment.
Such statements should serve as strong encourage-
ment for institutions and programs administrators 
to link student outcomes to the CEFR or CEFR-J. 
Subsequently, English language educators in Japan 
should be expected to align curricula and lessons 
to Can-Do statements. As a result, classrooms will 
hopefully increase their level interaction giving 
students more time practicing communicative tasks.
A fur ther implicat ion of the ut il izat ion of 
language frameworks in Japan can be seen in 
changes to the university entrance examination 
system. The exam procedures by which Japanese 
high school students are accepted and admitted to 
university have been discussed and debated by both 
academic scholars and the popular press. Writings on 
the topic have ranged from reform minded (Kuramoto 
and Koizumi, 2015) to outright distain (Osaki, 2013). 
Particularly, the approach to assessing test takers 
English language ability has started to receive atten-
tion from MEXT. The ministry has announced the 
introduction of independent English language testing 
in conjunction with the established government run 
exam. The current entrance exams only attempts to 
measure test takers receptive skills, while external 
exams can evaluate all four skill areas. As with the 
adoption of aspects of the CEFR mentioned above, 
MEXT is placing an emphasis on measuring English 
communication skills as a means to globalize Japa-
nese education ("Japan's new standardized university 
entrance exam", 2016). A new standardized exam, 
which will assess all four skill areas is proposed for 
implementation in 2020.
Critiques of the CEFR
Despite the inherent flexibility and wide-ranging 
adoption of the CEFR described above, the frame-
work is not without criticism. The nature of academic 
discussion means that even scholars who see overt 
benefits, or are otherwise committed to the goals of 
the CEFR, should nonetheless offer critiques and 
point to its faults as a means of making improve-
ments. Hulstijn (2007) argues that the CEFR relies 
too much on observations of learner behavior rather 
than the fundamental principles and findings of 
second-language acquisition theory. Additional criti-
cism is presented by Fulcher (2010) who appropri-
ately illustrates that the CEFR should not be seen as 
a complete solution or “universal fix” but can serve 
as repository of ideas although in need of “additional 
applied linguistic work”.
For many language educators, the CEFR and 
CEFR-J are seen as simply impacting assessment 
rather than classroom teaching. Unfamiliarity with 
the framework may mean that teachers find it diffi-
cult to connect reference levels and Can-Do descrip-
tors to classroom activities. North argued that "... the 
impact of the descriptive scheme or other aspects 
of the CEFR on curriculum or teaching have as yet 
been very limited” (as cited in Negishi, and Tono, 
2014). Other aspects of English language education in 
Japan, particularly MEXT’s central role in the devel-
opment of curriculum, may also be a barrier to full 
integration of the CEFR. Sugitani and Tomita (2012) 
note that for primary and secondary education the 
CEFR has had little impact, due to the lack of its inte-
gration as part of a common organized curriculum:
While some junior and senior high schools and 
teachers do experiment with their own curri-
cula, and may be aware of the CEFR, they are 
still very much the exception rather than the 
rule.
This criticism is further detailed by Fennelly (2016) 
who argues that while MEXT mandates more 
training on CEFR utilization, few teachers are 
prepared to put these plans into action in the Japa-
nese classroom.
Conclusion
Despite these criticisms, the resources available 
and inherent f lexibility built into the frameworks 
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do allow teachers and materials designers to imple-
ment aspects of the CEFR and CEFR-J into class-
room tasks and teaching materials. The guidelines 
offered to agencies and administrators by the CEFR 
and CEFR-J when establishing or revising language 
learning programs should be utilized by materials 
creators and teachers when making assessments 
or developing lessons. Teachers and developers in 
Japan should be linking classroom assessments to 
the CEFR, especially as MEXT calls for its integra-
tion into curricula. One example of such integration 
is offered by Davidson and Fulcher (2006), which 
utilizes the CEFR’s guidance on the design of tasks 
for reading and listening comprehension. The authors 
explain how a listening assessment could be linked 
to CEFR specifications that refer the development of 
listening texts, how to form test questions, and how 
to score the results. The CEFR (COE, 2001, p. 159) 
even gives test designers guidance as to the number 
of times a passage can be read or heard as part of an 
assessment:
A text may be listened to or read as often as 
necessary or limits may be imposed. The type 
of response required can be quite simple (raise 
your hand) or demanding (create a new text). 
In the case of interaction and production tasks, 
performance conditions can be manipulated in 
order to make a task more or less demanding.
It is important for teachers and materials developers 
to have an awareness of this type of directive incor-
porated into the CEFR, but equally important is an 
appreciation and willingness to change the specifica-
tions to suit their own classrooms and students.
In conclusion, institutions, programs, materials 
developers, and teachers can benefit from utilizing 
the CEFR and CEFR-J when developing English 
language education in Japan. These frameworks 
give stakeholders a much better understand of what 
leaners are capable of doing in the target language, 
and how to get learners to achieve goals and objec-
tives appropriate to their context. These frameworks 
can and should be used to create curriculum, assist in 
the selection and development of materials, and the 
assessment of language proficiency.
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